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IT WAS UNTHINKABLE that anyone from Anareh could have ditched this bludgeoned, broken corpse into the qanat. No villagers would have polluted the deep subterranean artery that irrigates their pomegranate orchards, date palms and pistachio trees. The crime seemed most repellent to the muqannis, the men who spend their lives hunched in the waterway, tending every sinew of the tunnel as it runs limpid mountain water for thirty miles beneath the deserts of Kerman. Shreds of this man’s skin and fragments of his shattered skull now defiled the water with which they brewed their tea and washed before prayers.


The deep shaft was accessed through a narrow opening a little over sixty yards above the watercourse. Flip a stone down there and you won’t hear a thing. It was hard enough for the team’s rickety windlass to hoist up sodden bags of mud and gravel in the clearance work but now the muqannis had to strain every fibre to heave out the murdered man. When the distended cadaver was craned into the evening sunlight, Abbas the blind, by far the strongest of the digging team, linked his hands under the corpse’s arms and wrestled him out into the dirt.


As Abbas had told them a couple of hours before: this was no accident. Lowering himself into the conduit to daub up cracks after September’s earthquake, he had immediately sensed a disturbance in the flow of water, spilling round a large obstacle, as if part of the qanat’s roof had caved in. He reached into the water, expecting to press his hand into a pile of sediment but recoiled as he planted his palm squarely and unmistakably on to the cold contours of a corpse’s face. To a blind man there was no question of what he had just touched.


‘God have mercy,’ he gasped and slumped on to his haunches. For a couple of minutes Abbas collected his thoughts and waited for the drumming of his heart to recede. Tentatively, he returned his hands to the body and carefully appraised what he had found. He had never conceived this level of violence against a man. His knowing fingers found the wrists tightly bound with electric flex and cuts sliced across the man’s back, deliberately done, as if with a scalpel.


At the surface, all four muqannis and Jahangiri their broad-shouldered foreman, gathered round the dead man, voicelessly mouthing prayers. His legs were contorted at improbable angles, his chest and back a livid hulk of smashed ribs, blade wounds and purple weals. But it was the face that would haunt them: the eyes imperceptible behind swollen, black nests of contusions and the cranium folded around itself where a withering blow had staved in the forehead. The youngest of the muqannis, Hosseini, swung round and retched.


‘Motherfucker Arabs. Only motherfucker Arabs would do this shit. No Iranian could do a thing like this,’ he sobbed, veiling his embarrassment with rage and flailing his hand in disgust at the body. ‘We never had this shit before he came, before he came back with his army of motherfucker lizard-eater Arabs. It used to be just real Iranians round here. It should just be real Iranians round here.’


The other muqannis shared Hosseini’s fears about the viper’s return to his home village, the shady security apparatchiks and the comings and goings of blacked-out cortèges purring through the streets at all hours. But they knew enough of Tehran’s intrusive Byzantine politics not to make trouble.


‘He could be a Baluchi. Ask me, this looks like a drug killing,’ said Rezaie, one of the older labourers, deftly extinguishing Hosseini’s unwise foray into politics.


‘Something like this was always going to happen with the latest wave of cartels pushing up from Zahedan. It’s screwed up everything. Let’s say our friend here tries to cut the other traffickers out of a deal; this is what they do to you. It’s a lesson to the others. Cruel bastards, the Baluchis. Very cruel, even to their own.’


No one believed the man before them had been a Baluchi drug runner but they all murmured in convenient agreement and cursed the changing of the times. Truth be told, there were few in Anareh who did not surrender their cramped limbs to the opium brazier each night, and even fewer who were not nodding acquaintances of the Baluchi peddlers, privy to their intrigues and gossip. If there was a rotten apple in the cartels, they would have heard about it by now.


Jahangiri knew his boys needed his wise counsel more than ever but taciturn as he was he needed to play for time and quoted from one of the few surahs of the Koran that was still fresh in his mind: the table.


‘Whoever slays a man, if not as punishment for murder or for corruption upon the earth, it is as if he has slain all humanity.’


Despite the sage nods of the old guard, Hosseini, to whom the rhyming Arabic prose had just been an impenetrable jumble, was impatient.


‘Shouldn’t we just bury him, boss?’


Jahangiri ran his hand through his beard and told the boys to wait. He retreated to his beloved 1977 Land-Rover and gently tapped an unfiltered Homa on the bonnet before lighting it, his invariable ritual since his days back on the front where the chain-smoking began.


‘The boss will know what to do,’ Rezaie assured the lads.


It was the most beautiful part of the evening. Under the midday sun, the mountains of Kerman will disappoint any traveller seeking the snow-flanked magnificence of the Alps. They are almost amorphous, a bulbous excrescence heaped up on the edge of the desert. But as the shadows lengthen and the heat ebbs away, the rugged outlines of the Jebal Barez become more clearly defined, as if etched out with charcoal. It was the time of day when Jahangiri felt closest to his God, al Hadi, the eternal Guide.


To the men who work them, the qanats are a sublime testament to the ingenuity and tenacity of their forefathers. Tourists may fill their photo albums with the turquoise tilework of the Safavid mosques or the bas-reliefs of tribute-bearers at Persepolis, but only if they stare out of the window on their flights across the desert will they appreciate the apogee of Iranian engineering. You might be forgiven for thinking the air force had been out for a practice, laying a bombing-run of craters down from the mountains to each town and village. Those craters contain the access shafts, many easily over a hundred yards deep, puncture-holes leading down into the qanats, lifelines hewn more than two millennia ago. To break the Persians, you break their qanats. The thirteenth-century Mongol invaders, those devils loosed from Tartarus, quickly saw that bringing Persian towns to their knees was child’s play, pouring bucketload after bucketload of sand into the underground watercourses.


Keeping the water flowing is hazardous work and Jahangiri had hauled out many bodies over the years. He had lost many friends down in the underworld: bitten by snakes, poisoned by build-ups of gas or crushed by cave-ins when fitting the nars, the ribcage of an ageing qanat. Worst of all, there were those, like his own father, who drowned when they triggered turbid dambursts in the clearance work. Yet he could accept all those deaths – the whims of the capricious waterway itself – more easily than this aberration, a man disposed of as if he would be unnoticed or forgotten in the current. This was the work of callous, spoiled, city boys, the new order that thinks water just flows out of a tap and that thirsting date palms can survive on a few inches of autumn rainfall. These people, he thought, these people. Corrupt upon the face of the earth. They understand nothing of the sanctity of it all, the way the whole fabric fits together. They have no inkling that Jahangiri and the old masters still exist, lovingly memorising every twist and turn of the qanat, measuring out gradients with candles in the pitch black, not too steep or the rush of the current will eat out the supporting walls. Is there no respect for our kind any more, for the old ways?


Still, he also knew there was no question of retribution; you cannot fight such shallow-hearted men. This could only be the viper’s latest vendetta, albeit bungled. That being so, should they just do what Hosseini said and bury the body under a pile of stones, somewhere off towards the mountains? He inhaled a dense lungful of perfumed tobacco. Impossible. We are not those kind of men. He ground the Homa butt into the dust and dragged a tarpaulin out of the back of the old British workhorse.


‘Here, let’s load him up.’


Two of the muqannis rolled the mangled body on to the tarpaulin and threaded a rope through the eyeholes, trussing him up like one of the pahlavans, the peripatetic, chain-sundering escapologists who pass through the village twice a year.


‘Are you really sure about this, boss?’ Hosseini asked. ‘I mean, nothing but trouble is bound to come of this. If they wanted him out of the way and we just put him out of the way, then everyone’s happy.’


Jahangiri turned up his nose in distaste.


‘We’ll take him to Hajj Mahmoud for the proper rites. That is the way we do things. That’s the way we have always done things.’


‘He hardly needs the rites. How many times did you keep telling us that the water of the qanat is holy water? Isn’t this corpse already cleansed?’


At Jahangiri’s stony indifference, Hosseini tried a different tack.


‘Hajj Mahmoud is hardly his father’s son: he’s a simple akhond, a sermoner who’ll expect a fistful of greens for reciting prayers he doesn’t understand.’


The foreman had heard enough.


‘We’ll get him down to the mosque then make a police report. End of story. Finished. If you’ve got any sense, you’ll play dumb from now on.’


Brushing off a scorpion that had crawled on to the tarpaulin, the muqannis heaved their sorry burden into the back of the Land-Rover and piled in beside it. Jahangiri noticed that Rezaie eased the door closed with a respectful click rather than his customary slam, as if somehow trying not to rouse the deceased. The foreman churned up a great cloud of dust as he followed the easy gradient of the qanat back into Anareh.


Shortly before turning in that night, Jahangiri’s wife, Sousan, poured him a glass of arak. She knew he was still digesting what it could all mean for him and his dear, dear boys. He downed the caustic firewater and fixed the central floral medallion of the carpet with a tired stare. Although the police had made no mention of it, it occurred to him for the first time that he had moved evidence. 


Shortly after dawn prayers, he heard the splutter of an unfamiliar jeep directly outside his house. The driver killed the engine and cranked up the handbrake. Visitors. Jahangiri chased his chickens into their coop and invited his guest inside the caramel mud-brick walls of his courtyard.


Colonel Nouriani appeared rather too stately for a Revolutionary Guardsman, with a dapper, well-trimmed beard. He did not sport the stubble and paunch that had become the hallmark of his unit’s corpulent top brass. Under his arm, he cradled an ornate silver samovar, an exquisite piece of Russian handiwork, a bauble fit for the villas of the Caspian littoral rather than the dusty villages of Kerman. Their hands pressed across their hearts, the foreman and the officer launched into the ceremonial gauntlet of courtesies that must be exchanged between host and guest. Jahangiri invited Colonel Nouriani to sit on a wooden bed-frame decked out with kilims. Sousan, clad in a white floral chador, dutifully brought out piping glasses of tea, accompanied by bowls of coarse sugar cubes, diced apple and walnuts. The soldier poured out effusive thanks and, once again, pressed his palm across his heart with a bow. Sousan smiled with appreciation and beat a hasty retreat, kicking off her sandals as she slipped through a bead curtain back into the kitchen, her inner sanctum.


Nouriani had immediately noted the thin white scar down the foreman’s cheek and the pink blotches that distinguish the survivors of chemical attacks.


‘You did your time on the front, I see.’


‘Majnoun,’ Jahangiri replied, with sadness rather than pride.


It was a name to conjure with, the supreme pyrrhic victory of the war. A quarter of a million men dragging their way through the marshes, against maybe only ten thousand Iraqis. But the Iraqis had the tanks, artillery, gunboats and poison gas. Majnoun. What a name. Majnoun the delirious lover of classical Persian verse. Majnoun, the crazed Romeo.


‘Then we served together,’ said Nouriani respectfully, but he could sense Jahangiri was in no mood to swap stories from the battles of the Kheibar offensive.


‘Mr Jahangiri, I bring you this samovar as a token of appreciation from Ayatollah Baharvand.’


The foreman protested and insisted that, while he was obviously always at the service of the Ayatollah, he could see no reason why he should merit such a fabulous ornament.


‘The Ayatollah read last night’s police report on the recovery of the body of our martyred comrade, Sergeant Ahmadian, and was fulsome in his praise for the courage and dedication of the muqannis. He was most insistent on the point.’


Jahangiri protested twice more before summoning Sousan from her domain. The samovar, she assured the colonel, would take pride of place in the reception room, where he, and even the Ayatollah himself, would always be welcome. After she had scurried back into the kitchen, Jahangiri expressed surprise that the dead man had been a Revolutionary Guardsman.


‘He was attached to Baharvand’s security unit. Directly under my command, in fact. But the Ayatollah always insists that his boys do some of the regular security patrols, being part of the community and all that. He was murdered by some drug-runners out on the road to Deh-e Tofangchi. I’m sure you know the roadblock, just where there are outcrops coming right down to the road on both sides.’


Of course he knew the spot. Everyone does.


‘Four days ago, he pulled over a SAIPA pick-up with a couple of hobbled camels in the back. He had been told to keep a special eye out for camels. There have been a couple of big hauls cut out of the animals’ bellies in the last few months. And the drivers were Baluchis, so he had justifiable suspicions.’


Jahangiri shook his head wearily and picked out the most brain-like of the walnuts.


‘He called over the other guardsman on the roadblock and the two of them told the Baluchis to get out and open the back of the vehicle. That is when they set on him. You saw for yourself what they did to the poor devil. Savages. Baharvand got really worked up that no one gives a damn about all our lads dying like flies down here on the borders; he called it the forgotten war. We are drafting a statement for all the state networks. People have got to know about the sacrifices being made.’


‘What happened to the other soldier?’


‘The traffickers shot him in the chest and left him for dead. But he survived, el Hamdulillah. He told us the whole story.’


Jahangiri grimaced and concurred that it was all a very ugly business. Nouriani smiled, complimented the foreman on the excellence of his courtyard and lifted himself from the wooden bed-frame, puffing out his chest and ironing out a couple of wrinkles in his khaki uniform.


‘The Ayatollah sends his best regards to your muqannis, the whole team. He always reminds us he is at heart a farmer and that little matters more to him than the Anareh estates where he was born, kept alive by the ancient qanat, he always adds.’


Jahangiri laughed politely and shook the guardsman firmly by the hand.


‘God protect you my friend,’ he said, repeating his thanks to the Ayatollah for his generosity and his concern for the dying art of the muqannis.


He waved the jeep off and closed the lime-green metal gate that separated his courtyard from the road. He was amused by the notion of the viper as a keen agriculturalist rediscovering his roots in Anareh. He pictured the former secretary of the Supreme National Security Council checking the ripeness of his pomegranates and fretting about the aflatoxin count in his pistachios. But Nouriani had struck him as a decent sort, even though his story had been an assortment of clumsy lies.




 





Six hundred and fifty miles northwest of Anareh, Seb Maynard, third secretary at the British embassy, was working late on a memo, trying to muster an interest in the parliamentarians’ latest attacks on British companies. London’s inability to grasp the irrelevance of the Iranian parliament – an unruly kindergarten – became doubly infuriating when Leila, prima donna of the uptown social scene, was throwing a party he really needed to get to by half nine. Alas, there was also a maverick president to keep an eye on. Ahmadinejad was due to give a speech, a fixture that did not seem to be airing on state TV. Seb thought it best to keep refreshing the website of the official news agency, just in case old Mahmoud lobbed another political grenade, vaunting another unlikely atomic breakthrough or baring his teeth at the Israelis. But nothing yet. Almost absent-mindedly, he double clicked on the bulletin about the soldier killed in the glory-bringing jihad against drug smugglers in Kerman and printed it off for the drug liaison officer. The story was ordinary enough but the camels had some novelty value and because two Baluchis had been arrested the mousy pair who cover human rights could squeeze it into their bulging dossier of impending executions.


Ultimately, Ahmadinejad was a no-show and Seb finished his memo by ten to nine. Even supposing some parliamentarians were mouthpieces for bona fide powerbrokers, only the big names such as BP, Shell and British Gas were politically toxic enough to find themselves in the cross-hairs. And they were up shit creek anyway. The majority of British companies, supplying valves and tubing to natural gas projects which the lawmakers had never heard of, could keep flying in under the radar and clocking up tidy profits. The problem was not so much politics as projects drying up. Even though it was the fourth time he had to spell this out for Whitehall, so his despatch flowed pretty easily, there was little sign the penny would drop. He guessed his polished opus would land on Friday lunchtime and the long weekend would already be getting under way. The Mandarins would be slipping out to catch the 16.05 from Paddington for a couple of days gouging divots out of moorland golf courses or gibing round the tranquil reaches of the Helford. The memo on British interests in Iran would be forgotten.


But that was hardly the point for Maynard the rookie. He still savoured the prestige and exoticism of his first posting even though no Iranian officials would talk to the Brits any more. He had that thrill that comes with night shifts, loyally flying the flag while the rest of the world tucks into dinner and watches telly. He still enjoyed a secret frisson when he glimpsed his own ghostly reflection in the office window after dark, the left side of his face picked out by the lamplight. All night essay crunches in his lodgings on Walton Street had the same magic, just the two of them, him and his reflection, grappling with the battle of Hattin while the rest of Oxford slept. He had outshone the rest of the Keble contingent who had ended up counting beans at Goldman Sachs and Deloitte. They had the cash, but not the cachet. If he ever needed evidence to prove his geopolitical significance to the city Apaches, he could tell them about the hammer wrapped in a tartan handkerchief in his drawer. He had orders to smash the innards of his computer if the boys in black were to storm the embassy. And most importantly, the square-mile brigade didn’t have invitations to Leila’s extravaganza, a mini-skirted debauch where debonair young diplomats were bound to strike it lucky. Tragically and unjustly, Leila herself was looking to land a po-faced German first secretary but her entourage always seemed to include an army of beguiling lovelies who were unfailingly keen to sink their claws into naive western boys. He was up for a bit of clawing. He whipped his tie off the hook on the back of the door and used his reflection in the window to knot an immaculate half Windsor.


Stepping back to his desk, he scribbled a note to Rice-Jenkyns across the top of the agency bulletin and slipped it into the out-tray. And that was the last time he gave any thought to the murdered sergeant. Within a fortnight he would be working eighteen-hour days as the tinder-dry nation around him crackled into flame. Every newspaper in the world would splash across its front page that picture of the tankers burning off Bandar Abbas, columns of black smoke billowing into the crisp blue sky of the Persian Gulf. Maynard would deftly splice together his telegrams to London: the litter of bombings, burned-out tanks and high-level hits woven together in consummately wrought prose, laced with official utterances and off-record gen. But the Iran Mandarins in London knew none of the pieces were fitting together. A resurgence of the People’s Mujahidin, the old enemy from the early revolutionary days, or a concerted al Qaeda campaign could never explain anything on this scale. They just did not have that kind of strike-power or organisational ability, no matter what the ghouls in the Tehran ministries wanted you to believe. Seb Maynard’s paymasters kept asking for more, although no one at the embassy could even pick out the corners of the jigsaw. However, that murdered soldier in the qanat could have explained it all. After all, he had never manned a road-block in his short, devoted life.


On the Thursday night in October that Ahmadinejad failed to deliver a speech, Maynard had no greater concern than the tides of Tehran traffic which were still in spate at nine fifteen. It was past ten by the time he pulled off the Sadr highway and squeezed the Range Rover into a spot outside Leila’s tower block. Two weeks later, she would be one of the first to bail out, flashing her French passport at the grudging customs officers at Mehrabad airport.


When the lift doors crunched open on the seventeenth floor, the muffled throb of Persian pop beckoned. He rang the buzzer of 17-3 and a grinning, portly waiter in a waistcoat quickly ushered him inside. A huge flat-screen plasma television was pumping out the latest hits from the California, Tehrangeles. On the screen, three scantily-clad women on a flying carpet were wailing about their broken hearts while twenty or so bright young things jived away to the beat. Around the dance floor, Seb could make out the regular rogues’ gallery, many of them nodding to him as he headed to the drinks table. There were the film-makers, sculptors, entrepreneurs and management consultants who always used these occasions to give the diplomats and journalists their low-down on what was really going on in the Islamic Republic. Seb resisted the amber come-hither of the bootleg Bells and mixed himself a Smirnoff and pomegranate juice. At least the Armenian booze-dealers weren’t still pushing that Skyy vodka the US troops in Iraq had been selling off at bargain basement rates. It was good to be back on the Smirnoff. Seeing one end of the table barred by a crisps magnate haranguing The Times correspondent about the myth of Kurdish discontent, he headed out on to the balcony where Leila was holding court, leaning languidly against the balustrade, surrounded by half a dozen impossibly glamorous twenty-somethings.


‘Sebastiaaan joon,’ she cried, kissing him three times. ‘I was worried you weren’t going to make it.’ 


‘Sorry, yes, imprisoned in the office. But I could never miss this view,’ he replied, throwing his hands up at the snow-capped Alborz as if he were a ringmaster introducing the next act. The mountains had a leering, imminent menace, racing towards the apartment like a breaking wave.‘Look at that. Fantastic place you’ve got here.’


‘Aw, chérie. You have a drink, wonderful. Now, do you know everyone here?’


Only a few of the faces on the balcony were familiar but he greeted them all as warmly as if they were old friends.


‘How are things with Britain, the Old Fox?’ asked Reza, a rock guitarist with slicked-back hair, whom he remembered to be a bit of a wiseacre.


‘Pretty good, pretty good,’ he said, taking a measured first sip of his vodka and pomegranate. ‘I have just this minute sent off our latest instructions to the Supreme Leader, mapping out how Iran is to be run. What I like to call the gameplan.’


They laughed heartily, enjoying the running Iranian joke that the British still run the country. Well, it’s a joke at parties in Kamranieh. To many Iranians, it is a sincerely held belief that Britain is still as mighty as when wily classical scholar Monty Woodhouse helped the CIA oust Mossadegh in 1953. Seb had unwisely once suggested to a sweet-seller that perhaps, just perhaps, the Americans ran the world these days. The shopkeeper scoffed at the idea and pointed out that this is where the British had been at their most devilishly cunning. The Old Fox had made it look as if the Americans ran the world so mad Arabs would attack New York instead of London. Presented with the logical conundrum of bombs in London, the sweet-seller neatly explained that the British occasionally had to attack their own people to justify their imperialism, a view regularly aired by the Iranian government. Seb would face regular grillings in the bazaar on why his government had ordered the murders of Dr David Kelly and Robin Cook out in remote countryside. Seb always insisted he was not at liberty to speak for the assassination team at MI5 but he added, with a note of confidentiality, that it was assumed that men with beards were seen as being natural allies of Iran. The bazaaris always seemed to enjoy the joke but never agreed to lower their prices.


‘So what are you planning to do with our country this month, you evil imperialist?’ joked an achingly beautiful girl in a silver sequined cocktail dress. She gave Seb a wide-eyed, expectant look that he found irresistible.


‘Oh, you know, the usual. A continued ruthless exploitation of minerals while launching a renewed crackdown on parties. We British can’t stomach parties, all the alcohol and mini-jupes. We see very much eye-to-eye with the leadership on the whole mini-skirt issue.’


Again the party-goers got into the spirit of the running gag but talk of a crackdown touched a nerve. The woman next to Miss Sequins, her nose sculpted into a little ski-jump by the cosmetic surgeons, said many of her friends weren’t venturing out into the party scene any more because of all the raids. It was like going back to the pre-Khatami era. Some friends of friends had gone shoe shopping up at the Tajrish bazaar in north Tehran, supposedly safe territory, when a troupe of gorillas pulled them into an alley and accused them of ‘bad hejab’, flouting the country’s dress codes by showing a provocative four inches of naked shin and letting too much hair spill out from their Armani headscarves. Tempers frayed after one of the beardy-boys called the girls whores. They were bundled into the back of a van. Passers-by pretended that they couldn’t see what was going on.


‘Were these intelligence guys?’ Seb asked.


The girl shook her head. 


‘No, but that’s the problem. They had no idea who the hell they were. Morals police? Basijis? Judiciary? Some religious brigade run by God knows who? That’s the point, you can’t do anything because you don’t know who you are up against. So these guys take the girls miles out of town to some empty warehouse. Really scary. You know the sort of place: broken windows and wiring hanging out of the wall. Then they take the girls’ mobiles, jot down all the numbers and sift through the text messages. After that they make them sit on benches and grill them about personal stuff. Do you drink vodka? Do you have boyfriends? How do they fuck you? Everything. Then, finally, they made them take off their shoes and shoved their feet in buckets of cockroaches.’


Reza slammed down his glass on the parapet. ‘Man, that’s some fucked-up shit. I bet they get off on that. There are some serious crazies walking around out there, man. That Dr Freud knew a thing or two. Boy, those guys sure aren’t getting enough.’


Everybody there heard stories like this but that was no reason for them to bottle their rage. They could never accustom themselves to this world. A spectacled documentary-maker in a beret, who had been shaking his head in dismay throughout the story, mentioned, almost in passing, that the police had confiscated his archives on Tuesday, which accounted for the last ten years of his work.


Seb asked what he was doing to get them back.


‘They gave me a chit,’ he explained. ‘But when I took it down to the station they said it wasn’t valid. I’ll try to get some backup from the ministry of culture people but I really don’t hold out much hope of them managing to do anything.’


‘Jesus. Sorry, that’s awful.’


As the rest of the group commiserated with him, the radiant hostess took Seb by the arm and pointed to the luxury penthouse of a block of flats across the road. 


‘They raided that place a couple of weeks back. It wasn’t even a party, just a soirée with a few fifty-year-olds having a bottle of wine or two. They tried to talk or pay their way out of it. But that just pissed the gorillas off even more and they pulled guns. One woman freaked and chucked herself out of the window, that’s twenty floors down.’


Seb stared wide-eyed at the pavement beneath the building. The apartment was one of the most exclusive in the city, built before the revolution by French engineers who insisted it was earthquake-proof.


‘Some people said she had been shot in the back but her husband told me she just jumped.’


‘Fucking hell. I’m impressed that all the raids aren’t scaring you off.’


Leila lolled her head to one side and smiled flirtatiously.


‘You gotta keep partying, I guess. It’s the only way I can show how much I hate them.’


Once these stories start, there’s no stopping them, Seb knew. All Iranians have a horror story to tell and ninety percent of them are true. The rest of the party melted into a fug. He lost count of the vodka and pomegranates and disgraced himself on the dance-floor. The nympho from the Austrian embassy got it together in the kitchen with a twice-divorced factory-owner and, at some stage, the pugilist from The Times had performed his usual party trick and lost his rag with the crisps magnate, poking him in the chest and shouting across the room that the man was a dangerous nationalist and probably a fascist. Somebody was going to snap his neck one of these days. Like a loyal lapdog, Seb kept bounding over to Miss Sequins, who finally rewarded him with a fifteen-minute tête-à-tête on a gaudy Louis XV chaise longue beside the dance-floor. It transpired not only that she had a name, Negar, but also a job, working as an accountant for one of the biggest car makers, Iran Khodro. She left it agonisingly late in proceedings to tell him about her boyfriend, at which point Seb’s diplomatic side kicked in and he made uninspiring small talk about automakers and declining foreign investment. Sensing that she had made a tactical error with this naive Englishman, Negar steered the conversation back to her boyfriend who was firstly a good-for-nothing and secondly always in Sweden, where she was convinced that he had a string of other beautiful Persian girlfriends. Seb decided not to snap up the bait. It sounded all too complex for his liking. He looked at his watch. Two fifteen. The tiredness hit him suddenly, his head was throbbing and he made his farewells. Negar was one to keep on file for future reference.


He reached the high-walled sanctuary of Gholhak, the leafy British embassy residential compound, by half two. It was little wonder that the Iranians wanted this ‘occupied territory’ returned to them, citing reams of spurious ancient parchments, but Seb always shuddered to think what would happen to the Qajar residence, immaculate flower beds and bottle-green parrots if oil ministry philistines got hold of the place.


Jasper, Gholhak’s ginger moggie, had curled up on the end of his bed. There was profound suspicion around the compound that Jasper was in the direct pay of Iranian Intelligence. No-one quite knew where he appeared from and a Filipina maid intermittently took him off for operations which no one had ever thought he needed. But despite the fears that his scarred belly was riddled with transmitters, Jasper still had a free run of diplomatic dinners and soirées, tuning in to top-level chit-chat. Rather than wake the slumbering secret agent, Seb threw open the French windows at the end of his bedroom, startling a fox that scampered off across the croquet lawn. He pulled on a sweater, poured himself a carafe of water and settled in one of the rattan chairs on the veranda, wondering where the nightingales had got to. It was three weeks until his twenty-sixth birthday and life was treating him well.




 





Seb was still sleeping off the excesses of the previous night, when a family sedan, a silver Peugeot Pars, pulled into the viper’s estates and was promptly surrounded by a swarm of black-suited security guards. The man in the back seat was irritable and had done little but complain to the driver about pot-holed provincial roads all the way from Kerman airport. Where was Anareh anyway? From what he could make out through the tinted windows, it hardly even felt like a real village, more an accretion of vassal homesteads parasitically feeding off the sprawling Baharvand farms. He had put aside this Friday to celebrate his daughter’s birthday and had planned a picnic out towards Damavand. He had protested briefly about the summons but the viper’s emissary in Tehran had spelled out that non-attendance was impossible. The burliest of the thugs escorted Jafari to the steps of the main villa without even granting him the common courtesy of a greeting. It was only ten yards to the entrance but the visitor, shuffling along in an ill-fitting grey polyester suit broke into an instant sweat. The way the meat-head continually fiddled with his ear-piece played upon his nerves. If he were picking up some instructions through that thing, his sunken, dead eyes showed no flicker of comprehension.


Jafari was impressed by the elegant simplicity of the villa. The crimson Heriz carpets in the main salon must each have been worth thousands of dollars, tens of thousands perhaps, but the vulgar trinkets of the Tehran nouveaux riches were nowhere to be seen. It was a family pile worthy of the great houses of Kashan, with a lofty wind-tower planted squarely in the middle of the roof. The security honcho pointed to the corner of the room, again without uttering a word. Wondering whether the brute was in fact dumb, a great asset in Ayatollah Baharvand’s world, Jafari nestled himself against the hard cushions ranged up against the wall and admired the lattice-work of the alabaster ceiling.


The viper thought it important to make them wait, sweat them a bit and establish the proper pecking order from the outset. Apart from a servant who brought in some tea and a bowl of cucumbers, Jafari was left alone for half an hour, an eel wriggling through his guts as he tortured himself over why he should have been summoned.


At quarter to eleven, the pencil-thin cleric entered the room, threw back his mantle and stretched out a hand. He had mastered the quick approach that left seated guests stumbling. Jafari only just made it to his feet in time and was immediately enveloped in the embrace of the Viper who expressed surprise that the director of programming at state television had never made it down to the Anareh estates before.


Jafari explained how delighted and honoured he was to be invited and enquired whether the wind-tower really managed to keep such a spacious villa cool through July and August.


‘Oh indeed, indeed,’ the Viper said, waving his hand airily and placing himself against the wall opposite Jafari. ‘I really cannot abide air-conditioning. I feel it eats up the lungs. There’s something so healthy about the wind-tower.’


The kow-towing civil servant remarked that some of his staff at state broadcasting had passed him the cleric’s profile in the previous week’s Time magazine. It was a well played card. Kristina Kowalski had shared Jafari’s interest in the wind-tower on her trip to Anareh and been won over by the old man’s undoubted charms. He was particularly pleased by the description of himself as ‘an architect of the 1979 revolution’ and she had found one of the European ambassadors, French he seemed to recall, who hailed him as the ‘most cerebral and charming of Iran’s nuclear negotiators’. He even thought that he had coped rather well with the question on how he won the sobriquet viper. In his eccentric but fluent English, he joked that if everyone was calling the hardliner Mesbah-Yazdi ‘the crocodile’ and the hard-nosed pragmatist Rafsanjani ‘the shark’ then he probably had the least painful bite of the turbaned class. He realised the western press was likely to fete any bigwig who was critical of the president but that was no reason not to bask. He made all the right noises about personal freedoms and Kowalski remarked that she detected a tear welling in his eye when he described Iranian youngsters turning to drugs and emigration as the only ways of escaping social restrictions. She had little idea that the more cynical, careerist Shi’ite clerics master the art of crocodile tears shortly before puberty.


‘Yes, but you can never trust the western media. All this nonsense about my business interests. I have my little farm here and that’s quite enough for a man of my years. They must think I am “the shark”. I wrote a letter to the editor, but nothing yet.’


More tea arrived and Ayatollah Baharvand asked whether all was well at state television. Jafari proudly explained that the network was producing a new series of feature programmes on Iran’s mosques, to be shown for an hour each evening, profiling various jewels in the country’s architectural crown.


God, that sounded dire, Baharvand thought. As if Iranians weren’t all scrambling for satellite anyway. What was it with these little men in suits like Jafari? Why were they always trying to impress the clerics with their holier than thou credentials.


‘Excellent, excellent. It sounds a fascinating series.’


He sipped a little tea through the sugar cube pinched between his teeth and decided enough time had been wasted.


‘Now, what news from your brother, my friend?’ 


Jafari felt the electricity shoot down his spine. If Baharvand had any leverage over him it was through his brother. The old man was calling in his debt.


‘He is doing very well, hajji. He and his family send you their fondest regards.’


Bullshit. The Commie bastard probably still hates my guts.


‘And do pass my best wishes on to them. They are still in … where was it? Hamburg? Hanover?’


‘Hamburg. Yes. His wife is German: Annika.’


‘Aha.’ Baharvand fixed Jafari in an icy gaze and chomped the end off a cucumber. ‘And remind me, how many children do they have?’


‘Just the two, Dariush and Maryam.’


‘Ah, good Persian names at least.’


‘Oh, of course, and they both speak the two languages, Persian and German.’


‘And they write Persian?’


‘Yes, yes, Alireza taught them the script.’


‘That is a relief. I do hate all these Californians who pretend to be Iranian but can’t even write their own names any more. Idiots.’


Jafari laughed politely but feared that any discussion of his brother was steering the conversation into turbulent waters. He would never forget that icy November day in 1981 when he embraced Baharvand in a courtyard outside Evin prison, impervious to the driving rain. Baharvand, probably the most powerful judge in the country, had happily torn up the death warrant of Alireza Jafari, a harmless communist firebrand from the Tudeh party. In the loyalty of his brother, he saw a more useful investment. The grateful brother had exactly what was needed to be a great player in the fledgling Islamic Republic. Not talent, but the total lack of it. Hossein Jafari paraded a dazzling mediocrity. One type of leader in the wings was the commander who had led an insane, suicidal charge across the Iraqi minefields. The other was a Jafari, the dogged time-server, who would do well. Those men would be destined to run the country. Jafari had that profound lack of imagination required to go far. Baharvand and his ilk would be kept at arm’s length.


And Jafari did worm his way up. He now ensured Iran’s terrestrial viewers didn’t get an unseemly flash of unveiled female flesh at football internationals and had their purgative spoonful of mosque architecture before bedtime. Baharvand saw the US embassy siege as one of the most preposterous and self-defeating farces of the early revolution but realised the fiasco would produce a handful of men who would go on to greater things. A couple of times, Jafari appeared on evening television corralling a handful of blindfolded American diplomats. Unlike several of his fellow hostage-takers, Jafari had even lacked the self-awareness to rebrand himself as a reformist under Khatami. He was exactly the sort of man you could trust to safeguard the morals of a nation on the brink. Despite an unfortunate oversight when he had allowed some traditional Qashqai musicians to sing live on air at the Persian new year, he had reduced official programming to a turgid lifelessness that teetered on brilliance.


‘I am going to need some help from you in the next few days, my friend,’ Baharvand continued, dusting another decapitated cucumber in salt. ‘I fear we are once again heading into a period of national turmoil and that you and I will both be needed to steady the ship, perhaps state television far more than my own humble efforts.’


Jafari thought it best to say nothing.


‘In the next ten to fourteen days, you will be joined in Tehran by groups of Revolutionary Guards and technicians answerable to me. You will work with them and put your resources directly under their control.’


Jafari could not disguise his alarm.


‘What should I do if I receive contradictory instructions through the normal channels?’


‘You ignore them. You are answerable to me and my commanders. I have agents deeply rooted in certain opposition elements lobbying for greater democracy: students and others. I have it on good authority they are planning protests very much on the scale of 2003. This time I will ensure that these demonstrations receive a full and unedited airing on state networks.’


Jafari shook his head. Baharvand had clearly gone insane and could easily be reeled back to earth.


‘We will be taken off the air. They’ll know this could spark nationwide unrest. Even big celebrations after football wins are off bounds. You know all this. Troops will be sent round and that will be an end of it. With the greatest respect, what you say is impossible, Ayatollah. I’ll land up in jail, or worse.’


At the far end of the salon, there entered a short figure enveloped in a black chador. The old woman padded barefoot across the carpets and settled next to the Ayatollah. It was well-known, almost as a point of political folklore, that the Ayatollah’s wife, Massoumeh, had always been a vital policy maker back in Anareh. Baharvand continued to advance his plans, as if oblivious to his wife’s entrance.


‘The military elements are of no consequence to you now. These are being handled separately. You will learn what is happening more or less by the same channels as everyone else. I, along with commanders such as Colonel Nouriani, will be delivering pre-recorded messages throughout the day. Naturally, these will pass through you. There will be separate messages regarding, for example, the closure of borders and airports for which I will also rely on your services.’


‘This is madness, Ayatollah.’


Massoumeh had no time for such insubordination.


‘You are not privy to the full plan and you will not be. You have only to do your part. You have only to assure your staff that you are working legitimately in tandem with our people. Play your part and all will be well. You will be well rewarded.’


But Jafari was now panicking.


‘Ayatollah, I really don’t have the faintest idea what you are planning but you really cannot pull this sort of thing off any more. There really aren’t the old loopholes in the system, they have sewn everything up. It will never work. Whatever it is.’


Baharvand smiled considerately.


‘When I started my work at the Supreme National Security Council during the war, they put me in charge of weapons procurement. People remember all the secret meetings to buy arms from the Americans but the bread and butter deals were with Romania and Bulgaria. There were several strands to relations with Eastern Europe: learning heavy-water technology, training asymmetrical forces and a whole host of such enterprises. I got to know the countries and their leaders well, along with our opposite numbers in the security set-up. I do not pretend to know what happened in Romania in 1989 when Ceausescu was shot but it taught me the importance of television and how valuable you could be to me, my friend. Some of the Securitate people who used to oversee our weapons’ shipments simply kiss off the revolution as a coup from inside the regime, with the Soviets and Americans pulling the strings of course. They realised they were going to lose their own hides so toppled Ceausescu as soon as the crowds got rowdy. Curiously enough, that nasty little dwarf-man was meeting me here in Tehran when the whole thing blew up back in Romania. The brilliance of the matter is that the world still believes there was a home-grown, popular uprising that cast off the shackles of Communism. Television gave the world the good news. People can be too petrified to be spontaneous, they needed a little help along the road.’


Jafari had understood only snatches of what the cleric was saying but fathomed the enormity of what was being placed before him.


‘OK, maybe you can do that stuff in a little country, in a Romania or a Bulgaria. But by God, pull the wool over their eyes, here? No, no, no.’


Massoumeh’s patience ran out with the ungrateful little pen pusher. She had shown her loyalty to Baharvand, the visionary, back in 1982 when she flung herself between him and a mujahidin assassin. She even had one of the bullets still lodged in her. How dare this pimple of a man not fall into line?


‘Listen, our friend. It is only natural that you have little sense of the scale of the resources backing us but you can be rightfully confident of success.’


She paused and examined the sweaty official.


‘When you return to Tehran you will find that your wife and children are already in our care. You will explain to any inquisitive friends that they are taking a holiday.’


Jafari stared in disbelief at the gaunt cleric but elicited no reaction. Massoumeh continued: ‘We hear and see everything. Our people are already deeply imbedded in state broadcasting. If there is even the slightest suspicion on our part that you are about betray us, then your family will die. They will return to you, safe and sound, as soon as we have concluded our business.’


Jafari had suspected from the outset that he would have little choice in agreeing to whatever plan the viper had in mind. 


‘Your brother in Germany will also die,’ Massoumeh added with a relish that Baharvand himself found a touch distasteful. He decided to try and reassure the terrified civil servant by mapping out more of the practicalities.


‘The day itself should not take you by surprise. I will arrange several meetings with my technicians before then. You will know exactly what I will want transmitted and when. Much of the material is already pre-recorded. My film teams will know where and when to film major public and student protests. Your men will co-ordinate with them and do exactly as they say. Do as you are told, exactly as you are told, and you will have nothing to fear.’


‘That will be all,’ Massoumeh added. ‘From here on in, we are watching every step you take.’




 





As the silver sedan ferried the unwilling but loyal conspirator back to Kerman airport, Nouriani joined the viper on the steps of his villa. The chirp of cicadas had imperceptibly swollen into a roar.


‘There’s good news from our people in intelligence: apparently, our watchers are chasing their arses over the mole. They got nothing from him before we took him out, nothing. It sounds like we managed to squeeze far more out of the bastard on this side.’


Baharvand nodded but remained impassive.


‘I take it that you have disciplined the men who threw the mole into the qanat. It caused a lot of upset in the village.’


Nouriani insisted that the men had been punished and apologised for their stupidity.


‘Very good, colonel, very good. Now, tell me, back in the early days, do you remember any mention of a Danish shipping office down in Abadan, Janssen’s?’ 


‘No, Ayatollah, I’m afraid that doesn’t sound familiar.’


‘Really? A pity that. It’s a fascinating story. And I think it is time that we put them back in business.’ 
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